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Benjamin Treviño and Victoria Treviño 
COVID has disrupted our experience of urban life 
COVID has disrupted our position in the space-time continuum—by which we 
mean, it has left us examining how we use our space and where we spend our time. 
In April and May of 2020, our roads were quiet, our office buildings, schools, retail 
shops, and hotels were vacant. Our homes were full and the doors were locked—as 
much to keep us in as to keep others out. 
Urbanism contemplates space and time. Our particular brand of urbanism is 
predicated on our concept of work: where work occurs, how we get there, where we 
spend our time when we’re not there. 
Hawaiʻi offers us cultural and historical alternatives to Western concepts of 
urbanism and work. In The Value of Hawaiʻi 2, Sean Connelly argued that the 
ahupua a̒/moku systems that governed land use in Hawaiʻi pre-Western contact 
were not only urbanism, but the sustainable urbanism we aspire to today. The 
economic driver of the ahupua a̒ system was hana—roughly, but incompletely 
translated into English as “work.” 
What if, instead of work, we built urbanism around a concept of hana? To 
borrow from Kamuela Enos, “Hana is what we did. ʻOhana is who we did it with.” 
To design the built environment for hana is to design it for ʻohana. 
COVID may have given us a sneak preview. After all, in these times of crisis, 
who are we keeping in our quarantine bubbles? ʻOhana. 
Existing problems with urbanism, and ahupuaʻa as a model 
Transportation drives urban form and our urban experience—often in socially 
destructive and undesirable ways. For example, highways and freeways have histor­
ically been tools of racial division, and have been literally built over communities of 
color. Metropolitan Planning Organizations like the one Tori works for exist to 
ensure that the community has a process to comment on all federally funded trans­
portation projects. 
What shifted Ben’s focus to transportation equity was a keynote presentation 
entitled “Planning While Black,” which highlighted the dramatically different trans­
portation experiences for women, LGBTQ, and people of color to those of cis 
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white men. Transportation assets—streets, sidewalks, transit stops—are sites of 
both over- and under-policing for people of color. COVID highlighted how 
transit-dependent “essential workers”—disproportionately people of color— 
struggle to navigate a world that clearly grants preference to cars and the people 
who can afford them. 
These relationships between social injustices and transportation systems 
should hint at some of the problematic aspects of our urban context. Ben’s work as 
HART’s Sustainability Planner has emphasized another problem: we move too 
much! We occupy tremendous amounts of space—empty homes during the day, 
empty offices at night, massive highways and parking lots in between. We consume 
absurd amounts of energy and fuel, and perhaps most destructive of all, our con­
nection to place is completely severed. We live in a blur, unable to see ourselves in 
the context of our environment. 
To accept ahupua a̒ as an alternative form of urbanism, we need to let go of our 
ideas of pavement and electrical wires, and instead recognize ahupua a̒ as sophisti­
cated systems of technology and infrastructure that supported a population similar 
to ours today—without the Matson containers. 
What did ahupua a̒ have to say about mobility? They were said to contain 
everything needed for survival within their boundaries, thus eliminating the need 
for the hours-long congested H-1 commutes. 
COVID has eliminated those same commutes. Today we access the necessities 
of life with wages from work, and train for that work through school. For the luckiest 
among us, the necessities of daily life are once again available within the ahupua a̒. 
Remote work and distance learning brought those activities home, and with them, 
brought families home as well. 
The idea of ʻohana urbanism 
Consider how radical “hana is what we did, ʻohana is who we did it with” sounds to 
our modern ear. Who among us considers our family essential to doing our essen­
tial work? Far more likely, what motivates us to work is the image of our families 
sitting helpless at home, starving or destitute if we cannot punch the clock. Work 
and school are separate in our current urbanism, and our built environment reflects 
that. 
For some, having the whole family at home could be a nightmare. There is the 
challenge of trying to simultaneously house two remote jobs while also acting as a 
school teacher. One friend wasn’t sure her son should advance to the next grade, 
having only had home enrichment and her untrained assistance for 25 percent of 
the school year. Zoom allowed some of us to work from our homes, but it did not 
make our kitchen tables more ergonomic. Stress from lost jobs, income, and 
increased time spent together in close quarters has even led to an increase in reports 
of domestic violence. 
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For others, families being home together has been a blessing. We—Tori and 
Ben—have always wanted to work together, and COVID had us working in the 
same place all day, learning about each others’ projects and responsibilities in real-
time, tag-teaming meal responsibilities. We’ve heard from others who felt the same 
way. A friend wrote a piece she titled “I don’t want to go back,” referring to days 
spent together with her family as “time on their side.” 
With months of empty buildings and roads, COVID has demonstrated the 
possibility of recreating our urban space to try out ‘ohana urbanism. Imagine if we 
were to permanently retire all of the cars that were off the road at the height of the 
lockdowns. The island of O a̒hu contains over 900,000 registered vehicles. In the 
US there are, on average, four parking stalls per vehicle at an average size of 320 
square feet. Meanwhile, the average amount of living space per US human resident 
is around 660 feet. According to this back of the envelope math, from parking alone, 
O a̒hu has enough square footage to accommodate 1.8 million residents—more 
than the population of the entire state. And that’s not counting roads, offices, 
schools, and hotels. 
We have the space we need to try out ʻohana urbanism. Those families that 
have benefitted from the time together are making the case for its value. So where 
do we start? 
Timely innovations and planting the seeds of ʻohana urbanism 
The experience of COVID lockdowns has seeded practices of family togetherness 
and innovation—practices that if continued could enable or even drive an urban 
reimagining. 
National trends for more cooking at home and more elaborate endeavors such 
as sourdough breads, pickling, fermenting, and gardening have fed families while 
they learn together. Across the country, bike retailers cannot keep bikes on the 
shelves, and on any given day at Ala Moana Beach Park, you can see why. Parents 
teach their keiki to ride, and families enjoy outdoor recreation together. 
Timely innovations such as the Kauwela Box, which includes all Hawaiʻi­
made products and a virtual workshop to use for educational activities, solve an 
urgent COVID need for at-home summer educational enrichment while offering 
inspiration for the future. Specifically, the Kauwela Box is meant to facilitate inter­
generational participation—again, families learning together. 
On our home front, we focus on strengthening our relationship. We repur­
posed an annual goal to go out for weekly date nights into a series of virtual double 
dates with friends—each incorporating a romantic gesture that honors and shows 
appreciation for our partners. Finding that kind of appreciation, however small, 
goes a long way in a crowded household. 
240 The Value of Hawai‘ i 3
 When building a new urbanism as a community, what questions are
important to address together? 
Our human and urban activities run up against the ecosystems on Earth. Our cur­
rent levels of activities are causing the sixth mass extinction of life on Earth. The 
ahupua a̒ urbanism of the Native Hawaiian people had the opposite effect. Can we 
return to an urban way of moving through time and space where we proliferate life 
rather than extinguish it? 
Investigating this question is murky—unemployment, equity, racism, tourism, 
climate, child care, economy—but rich with possibility—remote work, distance 
learning, telehealth, farm deliveries, virtual conferences, open streets. 
What if we supported the idea of ʻohana as collaborators and coworkers, 
teachers and healers? These ideas are not unfamiliar to us—in Hawaiʻi and in many 
of our diverse traditions, they are our cultural heritage. So what if we went all-in? 
The result would probably be a far more radical departure in how we move, live, and 
learn than we might expect. Given the tidal wave of instability that our current 
urbanism has unleashed on us, a radical departure might be exactly what we need. 
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